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Abstract 
Interest on customer knowledge management has been escalating over the past decade with various frameworks and models were 
suggested to improve organizational profit and performance. Nevertheless, the more fundamental and micro aspect of individual 
employee-customer interaction is often neglected. This paper proposes that customer knowledge should serve as an individual 
competency that can be mastered by each sales employee instead of a managerial role that relies heavily on information systems 
and databases. Employees’ ability to comprehend customer knowledge can be viewed through Luft and Ingham’s Johari Window 
lens. Through a conceptual approach, a two-by-two grid is transpired. It categorizes matter of interests that employees and 
customers either know or do not know. The Customer Knowledge Transparency Grid (CKTG) has the potential to guide 
marketers in becoming more aware of customers’ needs and preferences, especially when this knowledge is hidden in the sense 
that they are tacitly stored in the minds of the customers. Besides, the employee’s propensity to be aware, know and make sense 
of customers’ needs is a part of an individual customer knowledge competency that can be potentially validated in future 
research. 
© 2016 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Faculty of Business Management, Universiti Teknologi MARA. 
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1. Introduction 
Needs and preference of customers are often sought after by marketers especially in the retail industry. For 
instance, this information comes through subtle means (data mining, loyalty cards, and give-away contests) and 
explicit means (market research and direct survey). However, in a less tangible service arrangement, this information 
is not readily available as it is deeply embedded in the client’s cognitive activities. 
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The difficulty to extract this kind of knowledge makes it a valuable intangible asset to a firm, especially when the 
knowledge deals with external matters outside the firm’s reach such as customers, markets and competitors. 
Therefore, employees who have the ability to possess and utilize this kind of knowledge are also considered as 
valuable talents who can either benefit the firm when they are retained, or benefit the competitors when there are 
staff turnover. 
With this regard, customer knowledge has become an intense topic in the marketing literature stream due to 
researchers’ interests in understanding its impact towards effective acquisition and retention of new and existing 
customers. While the knowledge management discipline revolves around organizational learning and retention of 
‘know-how’ in the internal environment, customer knowledge includes customer interface into the organizational 
behavior facet. 
In a fast paced and competitive market, a new product that is thought to cater the needs of the customers as 
perceived by the marketer can become obsolete even before it is launched. This is attributable to the lack of 
customer knowledge acquisition by the marketing and sales personnel. Customer knowledge itself is regarded as 
competitive advantage that can cause the company either to thrive or decline (Lambert, 2010).  
Customer knowledge is an indispensable strategic asset that can leverage on existing customer relationships, 
especially at the individual basis. The Johari Window theory is a platform that can be potentially used to better 
understand the hidden and reveal aspects of customer knowledge from the selling employees’ viewpoint. This paper 
seeks to better understand the information needs of the marketer, the information gap that exists between the 
marketer and the customer, and the perceived competencies required to address and close the gap. 
Therefore, this paper intends to conceptualize a schematic interpretation of customer knowledge through the 
Johari Window lens. This article shall also propose few strategies that can be employed to reduce the knowledge 
blind spot and enhance the area that concerns on what both customer and employee know. 
2. Customer Knowledge 
Knowledge is often regarded as the antecedent of information that is accumulated through practical experience. 
Davenport and Prusak (1998) suggested that knowledge is derived from information as information is derived from 
data. When it is viewed according to the relationship marketing context, the value of customer knowledge is 
extracted during personalized interaction between the sales employees and the customer (Garcia-Murillo & Annabi, 
2002).  
In another perspective, customer knowledge is considered as an input to a firm’s customer relationship 
management (CRM) efforts. Customer knowledge management (CKM) is seen as a process flow which concerns 
with the knowledge for, from and about customers (Gebert et al., 2003). The knowledge for customers shall fulfill 
customers’ knowledge needs. Meanwhile, the knowledge from customers is customers’ knowledge of the firm’s 
product and the market surrounding it. Finally, knowledge about customers deals with previous customer interaction, 
requirements and expectations. 
The benefit that customer knowledge brings to a firm may offset all the costs incurred in enacting such initiative. 
Primarily, customer knowledge is neither readily observed nor imitated, which therefore provides the firm with the 
first mover advantage. 
3. Johari Window 
To assist people in better understanding their relationship within self and other people, the Johari Window 
technique was developed by Luft (1969). It is named after the first names of its inventors; Joseph Luft and Harry 
Ingham. During its inception, its use was limited as a personality tool through self-reflections of personality which 
were then mapped onto a 2x2 grid, hence justifying the ‘window’ name of the model. The main idea behind the 
model is that people often have self-images that are visible or hidden, yet often perceived differently by others. Self-
image helps people to recognize the uniqueness of each individual in relation to others where what we think of 
ourselves is likely to be different from the way in which others think of us (Taylor, 1983). 
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The Johari Window consists of four dimensions organized into a 2 by 2 matrix as shown in Figure 1. Each of the 
panes is dedicated to the following designated quadrants: 
• Arena – It deals with personality that is known by both self and others. It is also often referred to as the 
Public Area. 
• Blind spot – This region deals with knowledge unknown to self but visible to others, such as shortcomings 
or annoying habits. 
• Façade – This includes the features and knowledge of the individual which are not concealed to others. 
• Unknown – The characteristics of the person that are unknown to both self and others. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.The original Johari Window (based on Luft, 1969). 
Basically, people are advised to reduce the area of ‘blind spot’ and ‘unknown’, while expand the ‘arena’.  The 
premise behind the concept is that the lesser the hidden personality is, the better the person becomes in relating with 
other people. While the model seems to appear like a one-way personal visualization tool where it is too much self-
focused, an individual can learn to expand or limit the knowledge boundaries in order to expose her strengths or 
cover-up her weaknesses.  
The use of Johari Window is popular among professional business and motivational coaches as a cognitive 
psychological tool to understand intrapersonal and interpersonal relationships. It helps people to unravel the hidden 
personality that might hinder the potential to progress forward in both career and personal life. In essence, the Johari 
Window is all about the transparency of knowledge among self and other people. However, the extension of the 
model for understanding information and knowledge needs between self and others was desolately limited in the 
academia (Shenton, 2007).  
Perhaps the limitation of Johari Window’s applicability as an empirical framework in psychological studies was 
due to its failure to exhibit significant psychometric properties. Shapiro, Heil and Hager (1983) had indicated that the 
Johari Window Test’s (JWT) instrument failed to show significant validity when tested to measure the openness of 
communication and behavioral change of individuals. 
4. Johari Window as a Customer Knowledge visualization tool 
Nevertheless over the past decade, the Johari Window concept has successfully evolved from basic personality 
tool into comprehensive management approach (Little, 2005; Weiss & Wright, 2006). In terms of its application, 
there is a clear shift from the need for social affiliation, to the need for knowledge transparency. Inside 
organizations, there is knowledge that does not always appear to be visible, which can potentially cause detriment to 
productivity. This hidden knowledge is often referred to as tacit knowledge. These are individual expertise and 
experiences that are held in the mind and not explicitly shared among organizational members (Nonaka, 1994). In 
order for the Johari Window to be workable in the context of knowledge management and organizational learning, 
employees must display both knowledge-seeking and knowledge-sharing behavior. For example, the ‘arena’ can 
simply become the ‘unknown’ if there is no demand or offer pertaining to the knowledge to be occupied by the 
recipient or to be shared by the owner, respectively.  
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The Johari Window is potential to become an influential managerial approach as what has been discussed by 
scholars across various disciplines. In this regard, the model is critically explored in several key business areas; 
namely, library and information science (Shenton, 2007; Akewukereke & Olukayode, 2008), education (Kormanski, 
1988), healthcare service (Alzougool, Chang & Gray, 2007), bank risk management (Longo, 2009) and 
manufacturing operations (Knoke, Wuest & Thoben, 2013). Based on their discussions, the organizational 
application of Johari Window is transpired using the provider-client approach. In this case, the organization or 
employee replaces the self-individual entity, while customers substitute ‘other people’ that is originally defined in 
the earliest version of the Johari Window’s model. 
The boundaries between the four quadrants of the Johari Window are not rigid and not fixed. Through training 
and improvement programs, individuals may become aware of the boundaries and act to shift them to maximize 
their ‘arena’ quadrant while minimizing the ‘blind spot’ and the ‘façade’ quadrants (Wandahl, 2004; Titkos, 2012). 
However, to reduce those quadrants, which involve self-discovery and disclosure, the person must be willing to 
become more conscious in recovering suppressed memories and learn to trust others (Titkos, 2012).  
This paper intends to highlight the use of customer knowledge as an individual employee competence that can be 
visualized using the Johari Window approach. Therefore, in a marketing organization, the element of 
‘consciousness’ can be associated with the marketing employee’s customer knowledge competence, while ‘trust’ 
can be substituted with willingness to share the knowledge that he or she has about the customers with other 
employees.  
Alzougool et al. (2007) introduced the information need iceberg as an analogy to customer information needs 
that are hidden in abundance beneath the usual recognized and demanded information needs. In their study, four 
abstract groups of information needs are depicted using Johari Window grid that are constructed on 
demanded/undemanded information needs scale (X-axis) versus recognized/unrecognized (Y-axis ) information 
needs scale.  
‘Demand’ refers to the will and action of customers to obtain the knowledge, while ‘recognize’ refers to 
customers’ awareness that such knowledge is essential. Alzougool et al.’s (2007) grid yields four different types of 
interaction groups within the context of health information system patient users, which are: 
• Explicit Group (Arena) – The customers’ information needs are recognized and demanded, therefore smart 
search interface can provide them with rapid and accurate information. 
• Withheld/Avoided Group (Blind Spot) – The customers’ information needs are recognized but not 
demanded. They can be potential subscribers if their exact needs are fully understood and met. 
• Implicit Group (Façade) – The customers information needs are not recognized but demanded. Intervening 
factors which encourages or constrains customers in recognizing their information needs should be 
identified by the system provider. 
• Ignored Group (Unknown) – The customers’ information needs are both unrecognized and not demanded. 
Customers need to be clarified on the importance of having such information needs, and also they have to be 
asked on the factors that either motivates or inhibits them to be demanding of such information needs. 
 
Similarly, Wandahl (2004) who studied the client briefing process in the construction industry, points out that 
customers are often unaware of their own needs particularly due to; (1) lack of recognition of the needs, (2) needs 
are conveyed late after the work has started progressing, and (3) the contingent and dynamic nature of needs over a 
period of time. Shenton (2007) added another potential additional pane that adds up to the existing four quadrant of 
the Johari Window, which is termed as ‘information needs that are misunderstood’. In this case, the knowledge that 
the recipient initially thought of being necessary will not actually help the person to fulfil his or her needs. For 
example, a mortgage customer who applied for rebate after the loan had commenced for four years in exchange for 
early settlement, without realizing that the facility agreement disallowed such early settlement within the first five 
years without penalty being imposed.  
However, the misguided needs can also be construed as a subset of the ‘unknown’ quadrant whereby the 
misleading knowledge of the customer is initially both unexploited by both the provider and the customer. In this 
case, the bank doesn’t know about the customers’ misjudgement, which in reality represents a blind area. 
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The idea for integrating the marketing and competitive intelligence discipline into Johari Window approach was 
first carried out by Weiss and Wright (2006). Nevertheless, the measure for self-individual is replaced with 
organizational-wide entity while others reflect the market and the company’s competitors. Their study classifies 
knowledge as possessed by organizations rather than individual, and the scope reaches wide across the marketing 
company’s external environment that encompasses the market, competitors and regulators. 
The details and interpretation of Weiss and Wright’s (2006) market and organizational knowledge quadrants are 
as follows: 
• Open Box (Arena) – ‘What the organization knows it knows’.  
• Blind Box (Blind spot) – ‘What the organization knows it does not know.’ 
• Hidden Box (Façade) – ‘What the organization does not know it knows’. 
• Unknown Box (Unknown) – ‘What the organization does not know it does not know, and what the 
organization believes it knows but does not actually know.’ 
In another finding, Boxer, Perry and Berry (2013) found that organizational knowledge are shared and also 
hidden between top management and non-executive directors of family-based small and medium enterprises.  By 
employing the Johari Window as a framework to capture and analyze the case data, the authors highlighted the 
dissimilarity of information process and perception between the top management and non-executive directors, which 
are mainly attributed to 'secret information' that are selectively relayed to other directors or the top management. 
Table 1 below highlights the summary of the Johari Windows-based managerial approaches that are published 
over the past decade: 
 
Table 1. Summary of Johari Windows based approaches. 
 
Author (Year) Model Name & Dimensions Used Context Industry /Focus 
Wandahl (2004) Open, Hidden, Blind & Unknown  Organization & Customers Construction 
Weiss & Wright 
(2006) 
Organizational Knowledge Matrix: 
Open Box, Blind Box, Hidden Box 
& Unknown Box  
Inter and Intra-
Organization 
Marketing & 
Competitive 
Intelligence 
Shenton (2007)  
Unnamed Modified Typology: 
Expressed Inferred, Unexpressed, 
Independently-met, Dormant and 
Misguided Needs  
Organization & 
Customers 
Library & Information 
Science 
Alzougool, Chang & 
Gray (2007)  
Explicit Group, Withheld/Avoided 
Group, Implicit Group & Ignored 
Group  
Organization & 
Customers 
Healthcare Information 
System 
Nair & Naik (2010) Ideal Window, Interviewer, Bull-in-a-China-shop, Turtle  Intra-Organization 
Public-listed 
Corporations 
Luong & McLaughlin 
(2011) 
Technology Acceptance Model: 
Perceived ease of use and 
Perceived usefulness  
Organization & 
Customers IT Software Usability 
Titkos (2012) On-stage, Blind, Dressing-Room & Individual’s Unconscious 
Organization & 
Customers Education 
Chang, Chen, Huang 
& Yen (2012) 
3 Step Process: Explore the 
Unknown - Starting from Zero - 
Unknown Self-Explored and 
Revealed  
Organization & 
Customers Education 
Boxer, Perren & 
Berry (2013) Open, Blind, Hidden & Unknown  Intra-Organization SME Manufacturing 
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5. Customer Knowledge Transparency Grid 
Discussion that entails modified versions of Johari Window by Weiss and Wright (2006), Shenton (2007), and 
Alzougool et al. (2007) clearly supports the usage of the model within the marketing provider-client approach, 
which quite deviates from its early use as an individual personality assessment. Nonetheless, none of them offers 
specific discourses on the potential customer knowledge exchanges and personalized marketer-to-customer 
relationships in which reasons and outcomes are well justified by Garcia-Murillo and Annabi (2002). 
Therefore, a Johari Window-based model that encompasses personalized and ‘high-touch’ relationship between 
marketers and customers is proposed. Within the context of B2B, among the relevant industries which personalized 
management of customer knowledge are considered critical are financial (banking, investment and insurance), 
construction, manufacturing, IT services, logistics, legal, hospitality and healthcare, to name a few. The model is 
termed as ‘Customer Knowledge Transparency Grid’ (CKTG).  
The CKTG is externally focused on how the customers see the company, as well as how the marketer sees itself. 
The term ‘relationship manager’ represents the marketing personnel whom the customer considers as the firm’s 
representative or liaison. In most B2B interactions, the relationship manager is the main channel of communication 
between the firm and the customer. Meanwhile, the term ‘customer’ refers to the business client, and may be handled 
by more than one employee across various departments (e.g. finance, marketing, procurement etc.).  
Instead of being intra-organizational and inter-organizational (Knoke et al., 2013; Boxer et al., 2013) the CKTG 
is constructed based upon the context of knowledge exchange between marketing employee and customer (Garcia-
Murillo & Annabi, 2002). In this regard, the operational definition of customer knowledge is the knowledge from, 
for and about customer (Gebert et al., 2003). The model is illustrated via Figure 2 below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. The Customer Knowledge Transparency Grid (CKTG) 
 
The details of the CKTG quadrants are explained as follows: 
5.1. Open Customer Knowledge 
The first quadrant of CKTG involves customer knowledge that both the firm and the customer know. Among 
these are known customer needs and preference, demographics, feedbacks, complaints and tacit relationship 
experience. In most cases, this knowledge is well documented by the relationship manager in the form of customer 
files, analytical reports and information systems. Usually, open customer knowledge is uniformly perceived by both 
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the customer and the relationship manager, as the knowledge is communicated directly between the two without any 
intermediary.   
The open customer knowledge is considered as the most productive quadrant in the CKTG which the relationship 
manager can perform at the optimal level. The word ‘perform’ here refers to having good customer relationships, 
trust bonding and mutual knowledge exchange. On the other spectrum, customers may appreciate the benefits of 
transparency and satisfaction in business dealings. 
5.2. Blind Customer Knowledge 
This quadrant of the grid represents customer knowledge that is known by the customer, but beyond the 
awareness of the firm and the relationship manager, specifically. In this regard, the blind customer knowledge can 
be in the form of customers’ needs and preference that are yet to be captured by the relationship manager. Likewise, 
word of mouth is something that cannot be traced by the firm especially when it spreads orally. Word of mouth 
happens when a customer who likes or dislikes the firm or its brands, tell others who may be influenced to either 
buy or avoid the firm’s products or services. 
This word of mouth usually contains the tacit experience encountered by the customer, whether it is satisfaction, 
evaluation, emotion or disconfirmation. The decision to purchase in the future is also beyond the knowledge of the 
firm. It is with the best interest of the relationship manager to shrink this blind customer knowledge quadrant, as the 
more the customer knowledge remains to be unknown, the higher the chance the firm will lose opportunities to up-
sell or cross-sell its existing products and services. 
5.3. Hidden Customer Knowledge 
The hidden customer knowledge quadrant deals with customer knowledge that is known by the firm and the 
relationship manager, but not known to the customers. The knowledge may be undisclosed to the customer on the 
grounds of confidentiality or trade secrets. In terms of the former, such examples are credit ratings, risk profiling 
and adverse findings in the context of the banking industry. As for the latter, research and development (R&D) firms 
may not disclose the full technology blueprint to the third party manufacturers for fears of copyright and patent 
infringements. 
Other than that, there are no beneficial reasons for intentionally hiding customer knowledge. Gebert et al. (2003) 
emphasized knowledge for customer as one of the important customer knowledge flows. This is customer 
knowledge that is intended for customers, in which firms hand over such responsibility to the relationship managers. 
In most instances, the relationship manager may not share the necessary product knowledge with the customers, thus 
limiting the customers’ potential revenue towards the firm. More often than not, the hidden customer knowledge is 
tacitly stored in relationship manager’ minds and are not properly disclosed and shared with the customer.  
5.4. Unknown Customer Knowledge 
This quadrant is considered as the most opaque of all CKTG quadrants. The unknown customer knowledge is the 
knowledge which the firm via its relationship manager and its customers are completely unaware of. In other words, 
they don’t really know what they don’t know (Weiss & Wright, 2006). It is a communal blind spot for both the 
relationship managers and the customers. Both parties may feel that they don’t really recognize or demand for any 
need (Alzougool, 2007). 
In this case, misconstrued product knowledge by the customer may not be realized by both parties, which lead to 
confusion and dissatisfaction if no attempt was made to engage in discussions. Contrary to Shenton (2007) who 
created a new pane alongside the four quadrants, misinterpreted customer knowledge is categorized as the ‘unknown 
knowledge’ due to its lack of truthfulness, which in reality it should be the knowledge that customers are unaware 
of. Other than that, ambiguous risks and uncertainty, future customer lifetime value and potential share of wallet are 
generally unknown future events which are difficult to gauge without forecasting tools. Even if it is measured, there 
is no guarantee that the numbers are statistically accurate. 
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6. Practical Implications 
The outcome of the customer knowledge analysis by using the CKTG is mainly to overcome the barriers of 
customer knowledge sharing and exchange between the customers and the relationship managers who represent the 
firms which the customers are attached to. The most productive quadrant is the open customer knowledge, and 
therefore enlarging this area to the maximum extent possible will potentially address the customer knowledge gap 
between each quadrants. This method is graphically indicated in Figure 3. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3. Shrinking the boundaries of the less productive quadrants. 
The boundaries between the four quadrants of the Johari Window are considered as the barriers for intra-
organizational and inter-organizational knowledge transfer (Knoke et al., 2013). The former relates to employee-to-
employee willingness to exchange knowledge and management commitment to preserve and practice knowledge 
through organizational learning practices. The latter reflects that blind areas may prohibit collaborative knowledge 
exchanges between business partners or associates. Nevertheless, the boundaries can become a shield for protecting 
the organization's strategic intangible assets such as best practices, technology and patent which are crucial for 
competitive advantage. 
 To reduce the blind customer knowledge pane, the relationship manager should bring the customers to the 
negotiation table to extract the muted tacit knowledge from the customer. This method is exemplified by directly 
asking the customers (Wandahl, 2004). Mutual trust, tact and cooperation are required from both parties so that the 
customer’s disclosure can be performed without anything to hide. Meanwhile, hidden customer knowledge quadrant 
can be shrunk through sharing of information (Little, 2005), timely briefings (Wandahl, 2004) and facilitation 
(Boxer et al., 2013). Knowledge sharing culture must be inculcated among the employees by assuming that the firm 
is the principal owner of the knowledge and the employee is the agents that are responsible to making it available to 
others (Weiss & Wright, 2006). 
Other than that, relationship oriented behavior may play a role in escalating the intention of knowledge sharing 
and disclosure among relationship managers. The principal idea behind this is that when marketers are prioritizing 
their customers’ needs and satisfaction ahead of their personal interests, they shall be inclined to value openness and 
transparency in their relationships with their customers. In the era of expeditious knowledge transfer via social 
networking, this study is expected to trigger future constructive discourse among scholars with regards to how 
marketers should rethink their roles in managing the customers’ knowledge and relationships. 
7. Theoretical Implications 
Although the proposed CKTG model doesn’t yield any instrument validation as of currently, it still has the 
potential to be empirically investigated through interactions with other mainstream theories that are relevant with 
marketing and business, such as theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991), knowledge creation theory (Nonaka, 
1994) and market orientation theory (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990). In addition, external variables such as corporate 
culture may be explored as well (Chang et al., 2012). The present dearth of studies in the area of customer 
knowledge necessitates such initiative to be taken.  
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8. Conclusion 
This paper introduces the CKTG approach as a visualization tool in understanding how marketers and customers 
interact and share invaluable customer knowledge. It also opens the path for future potential studies in individual 
customer knowledge competency. The competency of the marketers or specifically the relationship managers in 
managing and interacting customer knowledge can be the crucial aspect that determines the success of customer 
relationships, and subsequently their job performance. The unique approach that classifies personalized interaction 
of customer knowledge that is adapted from the Johari Window grid, may serve as an epistemological foundation for 
further investigations. Future research may also delve on the development and validation of customer knowledge 
competency construct through cross-sectional studies that involves the retail and mass marketing environment to 
enrich the CKM literature with novel findings. 
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